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Katherine Wilson  
Sorry, Can’t Come to the Phone 
 
Sometimes, there are problems that don’t seem solvable. No matter how hard we may try, 
there isn’t a method to fully end these problems. Fortunately, these problems have a name, and 
they are more common than we care to think. Wicked problems. These types of problems are 
ones that are practically too large to solve. There are plausible small solutions or fixes to these 
problems, but at the end of the day they are still there and always will be. Wicked problems are 
things like the financial crisis, poverty, world hunger and even things like phone usage. Because 
of the magnitude of these problems, in one way or another we are affected by them. As I said, 
wicked problems can’t be solved, but there are reasons for that. The Stanford Social Innovation 
Review says that they are “impossible to solve for as many as four reasons: incomplete or 
contradictory knowledge, the number of people and opinions involved, the large economic 
burden, and the interconnected nature of these problems with other problems,” (ssir.org, Kolko).  
A lot goes into figuring out why certain big problems are wicked problems, even with finding 
out why they’re wicked, there still isn’t a solution.  
All wicked problems are important, or else they wouldn’t be near impossible to solve. 
There is one problem in particular that I find interesting, and unsolvable. Phones are arguably the 
most important and valuable thing that people own, today. They are constantly in our hands 
whether they are in use or not. We use them every chance we get regardless if we are answering 
an email, going on Facebook or playing a game while walking down the street. It has become 
increasingly apparent that our phones are our lives. Without them, people’s everyday lives would 
be much harder. According to Eileen Brown in her article “Americans spend far more time on 
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their smartphones than they think”, “The average American spends 5.4 hours a day on their 
phone,” (Brown, zdnet.com). This statistic is shocking; however, phones are not the issue at 
hand, rather it is how much we use them that affects us. That and how heavily we rely on social 
media for just about everything.  Our lives are consumed by our phones and social media, often 
times creating a bubble around us when we are using them. In a day, people spend around 2 
hours and 3 minutes on social media alone. Using our phones and going on social media as much 
as we do can cause a number of problems many fail to realize. These problems led me to ask 
questions that may not solve the wicked problem, but they can serve as a fix for them. One being 
how does the information we get affect our online versus in person attitude? How is our self-
esteem affected by social media? In what ways is our mental health at risk by overusing our 
phones and social media? By asking these questions I tried thinking of what the answer was 
before I began looking to sources.  
Like many of my friends, including myself, technology, cell phones, and social media 
was on the rise as we grew up. We were six when Facebook was available to those not in college 
and seven when the first iPhone came out. Since then, commercials and advertisements 
everywhere are about the newest smartphone coming out or social media platforms that just 
launched. I was only 10 when I got my first phone and roughly around there, I got Facebook, too, 
just like all of my friends. In today’s society, most kids get a phone at the same age I was when I 
got one. Now that we are older, our life revolves around texting, FaceTiming, updating our 
status, posting on snapchat or Instagram, and retweeting our favorite accounts all day, every day. 
Generation Z is found on apps like Instagram, Snapchat, and TikTok the most. Marketing charts 
says that, “The research found that nearly three-quarters (73%) of Gen Z adults (ages 18-23 years 
old) actively use Instagram, followed by Snapchat (63%) and YouTube (62%). Facebook does, 
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however, remain the most used platform for Millennials (74%), Gen X (68%)…” 
(marketingcharts.com). This takes its toll, though. Somewhere along the line we see a post we 
don’t like, get into a Twitter war, fight with a friend over text, or unfriend someone. While these 
seem like minor things, they add up, and eventually they lead up to the big picture of our wicked 
problem of phone usage and social media. This is an important problem to me, and it should also 
be something that others think about too. There are so many effects that most people are unaware 
of. How much we use our phones and social media affect us and not only our friendships, but 
also our self-esteem, attitude, and mental health. Many don’t think about how they feel once they 
finally get off their phones at night. Our self-esteem and confidence in ourselves are at risk 
without even realizing it. Myself and my friends are at the age where phones and social media 
predominately take up our free time. Although my age group is the most active on social media 
and on our phones, anyone up into their 30’s is very attached to their phones, too. Regardless of 
how old we are, our phones and social media should be used in moderation.  
On the contrary, there might not be a problem with how much we use our phones or go 
on social media. While in some cases many people struggle with self-esteem and mental health, 
others don’t. A study that was done over eight years showed that social media and phone usage 
in fact had no effect on those from the ages of 13-20. According to sciencedirect.com, “The 
current research involves an 8-year longitudinal study examining the association between time 
spent using social media and depression and anxiety at the intra-individual level. Participants 
included 500 adolescents who completed once-yearly questionnaires between the ages of 13 and 
20. Results revealed that increased time spent on social media was not associated with increased 
mental health issues across development when examined at the individual level,” (Coyne, et al, 
doi.org). This study concluded that increased time on their phones had no association with their 
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mental health behaviors. This may not be something you have to worry about if you don’t spend 
an excessive amount of time on your phone or social media. It could also mean less if you don’t 
find yourself getting upset or having self-esteem issues from viewing an online post. Lastly, 
there are many instances where people simply don’t care if spending too much time on social 
media or their phone. The study that was conducted is credible, yet it stands alone. They do 
mention studies that provide findings that differ than their own, but they do not mention one like 
theirs. Other than this finding, I did not see any other accounts that state that there are not any 
lasting effects from using phones and social media too much. 
How we act online can stray away from how we act when we are talking face-to-face. In 
the 10 years or so social media has become a place where most information is received. We rely 
so much on Facebook or Twitter for news on what’s happening in the world. Because of how 
much we turn to those platforms for information, the way we react can reflect a different attitude 
in us. For instance, you might be more inclined to tweet or comment more honestly than you 
would if you were to make the comment to someone directly. Our online attitude is far different 
than our in-person attitude, this is typically due to our intentions or tone of our messages being 
misconstrued for an alternative meaning. The way we say something typed in our heads may not 
be how the sender meant for the message to come off, thus creating conflict like a Twitter war. 
Unfortunately, circumstances like this tend to be unavoidable, but they can be saved by adding 
something as simple as a smiley face at the end.  
The time spent on our phones and social media add up negatively more than I would like 
to admit. Many people who overuse their phones or go on social media too much end up 
developing a mental health disorder such as anxiety and depression. A study that links social 
media usage to mental health states that, “In Ontario, the proportion of teenagers reporting 
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moderate to serious mental distress increased from 24% in 2013, to 34% in 2015 and to 39% in 
2017, with parallel increases in health service utilization,” (Abi-Jaoude, Naylor, and Pignatiello, 
cmja.ca). Social media specifically has its own set of problems for people. Social media affects 
our self-esteem, sometimes without even realizing it. We come in contact with so many posts, 
pictures, and accounts a day we don’t recognize it at first. Sooner or later the envy kicks in and 
we say to ourselves, “I wish I was having as much fun as her,” we continue on that path more 
and soon enough our self-esteem has plummeted. Midgley, et al. talk about the effects that social 
media has on our self-esteem. “…Low self-esteem individuals were particularly vulnerable to 
making more frequent and more extreme upward comparisons on social media,” (Midgley, et al. 
doi.apa.org). When we come in contact with posts that make us feel bad about ourselves, we will 
resort to always making harsh comparisons on social media. There are so many ways to run into 
problems like this on social media that it almost seems hard to avoid. Because we are on social 
media so much, it can cause us anxiety when we don’t check it, or we get it from checking it too 
much. Depression works similar to self-esteem. Hyper activeness on social media is not good for 
cognitive health. After looking at the same content that makes us sad over and over again, we 
begin to associate that feeling of sadness whenever we go on social media or our phones. 
Although social media causes negative feelings, they can also cause positive ones, too. It may be 
little things like meeting someone new from a group you are in or seeing someone post good 
news. Small things make big differences when it comes to us and how we feel.  
Many people always say that they use their phones too much, but they hardly ever do 
anything about it. There is no clear solution to our phone usage and social media wicked 
problem, however, we can find small solutions that may help us stay off of social media and our 
phones. There are features on our phones that can help us shut off from time to time. A new 
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setting on iPhone allows you to put a time limit on any of your apps, when you use that time up, 
the app is ‘turned off’ until the next day. You can also do something similar directly through 
your phone carrier. You can set up time periods in which your phone is virtually useless except 
for calls. Setting up things like this can allow you to keep off your phone during the day and at 
night. Another possible solution would be to limit yourself in general. Limiting yourself to only 
checking social media after dinner, in the morning, or even only on weekends can help build 
separation from our phones and social media. It is not just adults that need help with this. 
Children and young teenagers are just as guilty as the rest of us. While they may not have always 
have phones, they use iPads, Nintendo Switch, and other game consoles to talk with their friends 
and avoid face-to-face conversation. Limiting children’s use of electronics could be a way that 
we save them for the future. Setting up time limits for children at a young age could potentially 
keep them from growing into an addiction much like many of us. Unfortunately, much of the 
damage is already done for us as adults. We have set routines, busy schedules and social lives, 
our phones happen to be a big part of it.  
 
Phone usage and social media are necessary evils, whether we like it or not. We need 
phones and social media to stay connect to those we know. The evil of it all is the affect that it 
has on us and the effect that social media has on us.  Unfortunately, we don’t have much control 
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